Introduction
In December 2006, the National Institute of Population and Social Security Research in Tokyo announced a new population projection for Japan. This projection provides a sketch of expected demographic changes over a 50 year period up to 2055, with ancillary calculations of the total population up to 2105. The projection indicates that Japan's population will fall to less than 90 million by 2055; this is a decline of 37.8 million or 30 per cent from the starting population (roughly 127.8 million in 2005). Besides, there will be an exchange of 10.7 million between the age groups under 65 and 65 and over, resulting in a proportion of the elderly as high as 40.5 per cent. This projection suggests that the future of the country will see substantial population decline and unprecedented ageing.
Nowadays, people have come to understand that the future economy and society depend on demographic changes and, moreover, that demographic trends are shakier than previously believed. Population projections indicate future population changes. However, in many countries the inaccuracy of these projections is subject to serious criticism. How reliable are population projections? How should we use the results? What is the process of population projection in the fi rst place? The answers to these questions are more complicated than people usually expect.
Broadly speaking, population projection is the numerical simulation of change in population size and composition in the future, based on current data and specifi c assumptions on the components of population change. Population projection is often conducted for the purpose of the assessment of policy or marketing planning. For example, social security systems such as retirement (pension) plans and medical insurance are deeply infl uenced by the size and the structure of the ryuichi kaneko population supporting them. Similarly, the expected size and composition of the labour force, the market, the rate of technological innovation, and expected changes in cultural standards are also dependent on the basic structure of the population. Therefore, quantitative predictions on the size and structure of the future population are required in order to prepare for the impact of demographic change on economy and society. In this connection, the term "population projection" is often used in the sense of offi cial population projections conducted by governments or public agencies that are directly or indirectly responsible for policy planning.
Global population projections by region and country are periodically provided by the United Nations Population Division, the World Bank, and certain other organizations. Until 1978, the UN published a revision of World Population Prospects every fi ve years, now it does so approximately every two. The World Bank has been publishing an annual projection in the World Development Report since 1978. Projections published by the International Institute for Applied Systems Analysis (IIASA) and those from the U.S. Census Bureau are widely acknowledged among the other projections for the world. Most countries have government agencies charged with producing their own domestic population projections. In Japan, the National Institute of Population and Social Security Research provides offi cial population projections every fi ve years, which consist of projections of national and regional populations and number of households.
Populations in most nations of the developed world are expected to undergo two major shifts within the fi rst half of the current century: the onset of long lasting population decline and a structural transformation called population ageing. These changes will have a profound impact on the societies in which they occur. At no time in the past has there been so much demand for detailed information on future populations as there is today. On the other hand, unprecedented new trends of low fertility far below replacement level and unpredicted life expectancy gains are spreading over the developed world and even to some developing countries. Both changes, sometimes summarily called the "Second Demographic Transition", are quite different from the conditions population scientists had to deal with in the past. As a consequence, the methods of population projection are being put to the test.
